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Julian Croft
AUSTRALIAN LANGUAGES (For Anna Rutherford)
On an empty beach through afternoon salt
I can see them sitting where the first dunes start.
There is the midden of pipi shells, and behind ti-tree
where there is water and their camp.
This beach which I had always thought of as my own,
the beach where twenty yards away fibro and brick veneer mark out
the tribal boundaries of different gangs of kids has gone.
There is the shock of coming back to your house
and finding strange people in your bed::oom
and in the backyard all you can hear are sounds
of games which made no sense, the sounds of a late
on-shore breeze, the soft sigh of vowels and rhythms
that made a music you didn't understand, but sounded
just like the night-long rumble of the surf at dawn.
I suppose we are all like that, locked in our dialects,
our suburbs, the tribe we came from, estranged even from ourselves
alone in a bedroom having someone else's dreams you'd know that in Europe, keeping our tribe alive,
making sure the stories aren't forgotten, but telling them
now in languages no one had ever dreamt of.

MUCK AND MONEY
A collar lasted a day
by night black-ringed
it matched your cuffs
carried its tithe of soot
from the smoke fall
of Zaara St powerhouse
the school train
tugs, steam rollers, winter fires
and the Leviathan itself
the Works
casting its red and black
shadow over the city
red when the ore came in
bucketted out into the westerly

(

Muck and Money

a slipstream of Iron Knob
across Stockton's washing
and black
from smelting and refining fires
burning away all night
the iron's maculations
which found their way by day
into the armpits of our shirts
and gave the tincture to our hands
of others' labours and their sins
there were compensations:
they told us in this world
as part of Adam's contract
where there's muck there's money
so you got on your bike
and went to work, and got on
your bike and came home
wearing the red and black
of your trade with fiery furnaces
glad of the solid billet
of pay packet in your pocket
but when the ash-pit finally cools
the coke ovens are quenched
and the last arterial stream of iron
runs into sand,
the covenant of soot will be broken
the grimey cuffs removed
and the lucid air
of the old faith will cover the city,
and from smelter's beach the heath
will bloom with honey flowers
the bell miner sound the hours
around the abandoned pit
and the secret bush reclaim
the refractories and kilns
then with the harrowing
of this century, this millennium
the dark mills grind up their own
fresh fields return
and the three watches of the day
sleep the one shift of night
and when the smoke lifts
what will we be then?
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